
A R T  A N D  
M O R A L I T Y
L E C T U R E  2 : A S S E S S I N G  A RT  
M O R A L LY

D R  V I D  S I M O N I T I
V S 4 1 8 @ C A M . AC . U K

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  C A M B R I D G E



L AST TIME

AUTONOMISM

Art has its own domain of value (aesthetic value). Therefore, an artwork’s 

moral value is irrelevant to the work’s artistic goodness or badness.

MORALISM

The moral value of an artwork contributes to the work’s artistic goodness 

or badness.



TODAY

MORALISM

The moral value of an artwork contributes to the work’s artistic goodness 

or badness.

Arguments from art critical practice.

NEXT TWO WEEKS

Arguments from imaginative resistance

Arguments from cognitivism: art yields moral insight
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The moral value of an artwork contributes to the work’s artistic goodness 

or badness.

Arguments from art critical practice.

NEXT TWO WEEKS

Arguments from imaginative resistance

Arguments from cognitivism: art yields moral insight



Above: Kate Tempest

Right: Beyoncé’s Formation



SOME WRITERS

Writers, often seen to be pursuing explicitly moral themes 
(realism, naturalism / social realism, New Sincerity…)

Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot, 
Thomas Hardy, Joseph Conrad, Henry James, George Bernard Shaw 
[playwright], DH Lawrence, George Orwell,  Toni Morrison, 
Margaret Atwood, Zadie Smith

Writers, often seen not to be pursuing explicitly moral 
themes (amoralists, decadents, absurdists, ‘nihilist 
literature’…)

Marquis de Sade, Pierre Choderlos de Laclos, Gustave Flaubert[?], 
Joris Karl Huysmans, Marcel Proust, Guillaume Apollinaire, Alfred 
Jarry, Samuel Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, Jean Genet, Michel 
Houellebecq



EX AMPLES OF MORAL CRITICISM

FR Leavis The Great Tradition

(Austen, G Eliot, James, Conrad, DH 

Lawrence… Dickens (Hard Times only)

- Moral complexity, seriousness. Dickens mostly 

demoted because too entertaining.

- “It was James who put his finger on the 

weakness in Madame Bovary: the discrepancy 

between the technical (‘aesthetic’) intensity, 

with the implied attribution of interest to the 

subject, and the actual moral and human 

paucity of this subject on any mature 

valuation.” (12-13)

FR and Queenie Leavis



EX AMPLES OF MORAL CRITICISM

- on George Eliot: “There was nothing 

restrictive about her ethical habit; what she 

brought from her Evangelism was a radically 

reverent attitude towards life, a profound 

seriousness of the kind that is a first condition 

of any real intelligence[…]” (14)

- On Dickens’ Hard Times: “while remaining a 

great popular entertainer[…] he renders his 

full critical vision” (228). Leavis reads Hard 

Times as a critique of utilitarianism.

FR and Queenie Leavis



EX AMPLES OF MORAL CRITICISM
- Orwell on Dickens: “His whole ‘message’ is one 

that at first glance looks like an enormous 
platitude: If men would behave decently the 
world would be decent.” (Collected Essays, vol 1, 
417)

- E.g. Dickens’ portrayal of the benevolent rich 
man: “a superhumanly kind-hearted old 
gentleman who ‘trots’ to and fro, raising his 
employees’ wages, patting children on the head, 
… acting the fairy godmother.” [Mr Pickwick, Mr 
Brownlow]

- But, though Dickens did not manage to critique 
capitalism at its root, he nevertheless saw that 
the abuse of power, betrayal of a personal ethic, 
is a problem in any system (428)

George Orwell



MORALISM A.K.A. ETHICISM

Moralism: Being ethically 
admirable or defective counts 
towards or detracts from* the 
work’s artistic value

*

Radical version: always

Moderate version: 
sometimes

Dorothea Lange

Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California

1936. Gelatin silver print, 11 28.3 x 21.8 cm



MERITED-RESPONSE ARGUMENT
(Gaut: pp 194-195)

1) The audience’s having reason not to respond 
to the work in the way prescribed is an [artistic] 
failure of the work.

Mismatch between the “response prescribed” and 
“response merited by the work’s presentation of the 
fictional situation”. 

E.g. Comedies that are not amusing. Canned laughter 
prescribes response, but event is not funny.

2) If the work prescribes unethical responses, 
then we have a reason not to respond in the 
way prescribed.

E.g. Event is cruel, so we have reason not to laugh.

3) So, prescribing unethical responses [=being 
morally defective] constitutes an artistic failure. 

Mutatis mutandi for ethical responses



OBJECTION
What about works that seem prima 
facie artistically accomplished 
because they invite an immoral 
response? (e.g. Nabokov’s Lolita)

Answer 1: Reinterpret these works as 
inviting a second-order response of quizzing 
the immoral response. (for Lolita, see Gaut
2007:194-202) 

Answer 2: Bite the bullet. The truly 
immoral works are worse for it (e.g. de 
Sade? Laclos? Von Trier’s films…)

Strategy: combination of the two answers 
with different aspects of a work.



BETTER OBJECTION?
Premise 1 seems way to sweeping.

1) “Our having reason not to respond in the way prescribed [by the 
work] is an [artistic] failure of the work.”

But clearly this is not sufficient for an artistic failure. Fictional 
situations (by themselves) merit all kinds of responses

E.g. I have a reason to be horrified by Agatha Christie’s murder 
mysteries (they involve murders!) and indifferent to Dickens’ Oliver 
Twist (other issues may concern me much more than the lives of 
19th century orphans)

In fact, the success of an artwork is often precisely in overriding our 
reasons to respond in a certain way.  

And that includes our moral responses (e.g. dark comedies)



DISTRACTION/ 
ENGAGEMENT ARGUMENTS
(cf. Carroll, pp 232, 236)

1) Here are some possible aesthetic aims of a 
novel (like Austen’s novels): absorption in the 
plot, humorously portraying the society.

2) A contribution to those goals is good-making, a 
distraction from those goals is bad-making.

3) Guiding our moral judgement can aid those 
goals (e.g. our moral judgement of Darcy aids 
absorption), whereas misplaced, immoral 
scenes would distract us (e.g. brutal murders 
in American Psycho).

4) Therefore, positive moral features can be 
artistic boons; immoral features artistic 
defects.



PROBLEMS
- Is it moral features as such that constitute 

artistic failures or successes? Or the fact 
that they are distracting or absorbing?

- Carroll’s analysis does not distinguish 
between the reader’s morality and a 
work that is morally correct. 

- For example, a culture with a terrible 
moral outlook would presumably find 
American Psycho highly engaging. 

Other examples: the “immorality” of Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover was found distracting by 
its censors; the “morality” of Triumph of the 
Will engrossing by its audience



SENTIMENTALITY
• The artworks that are most often criticized 

along moral lines are not those that flatly 
contradict our moral views, but those that
more subtly depart from our moral 
judgement (cf. Tanner 1994: 52)

• Sentimentality: art that provokes the luxury 
of emotions, but without having to “pay for 
it” (Wilde) (see Tanner 1976/77)

• Old Curiosity Shop: 654

She was dead. Dear, gentle, patient, noble Nell, was 
dead. … Where were the traces of her early cares, 
her suffering, her fatigues? All gone. Sorrow was 
dead indeed in her, but peace and perfect happiness 
were born; imaged in her tranquil beauty and 
profound repose. 



Working definition of sentimental art:

Invites morally appropriate emotions (e.g. sympathy towards a 
vulnerable person, moral indignation at an injustice, admiration of 
heroism) by idealizing the subject.  (cf. Tanner 1976/7: 129-30; 
Furtak; Midgley)

PUZZLE OF SENTIMENTAL ART



Jack’s soppily heroic death in James Cameron’s 
Titanic (1998)

Elio’s saccharine heartbreak in Luca 
Guadagnino’s Call me By Your Name (2017)



Moral indignation comes easy in James 
Cameron’s Avatar (2009)



These emotions seem prima facie morally 
appropriate, so why do we criticize such 
works? 

First attempt to solve the puzzle: though the 
emotions invited by sentimental art seem
appropriate, there is in fact something 
morally wrong with them (“fake”, “cheap”)

In what ways can emotions be right or wrong? 

- Cognitive constraints on emotions: it may be 
wrong for me to be angry with someone, who I 
wrongly judge to be culpable (e.g. blaming the 
victim)

- Ethical constraints: it may be wrong to be 
overjoyed at someone’s pain (and right to be 
saddened by their pain)

PUZZLE OF SENTIMENTAL ART



PUZZLE OF SENTIMENTAL ART
Goal of education of emotions: Scruton 141: “to 
feel the right emotion, on the right occasion, 
toward the right object and to the right 
degree” (cf 141-150)
So in what way are sentimental emotions 
wrong?
-Break ethical constraints? No: it is appropriate 
to be sad at Jack’s death in the Titanic. Jack, 
though idealized, is being heroic.
-Degree? No: it may be appropriate to be very 
sad at Jack’s death in the Titanic.
-Cognitively flawed / irrational? Is it irrational to 
experience any kind of emotion with fiction? 
But that doesn’t pick out sentimental art 
specifically. (Paradox of fiction: Weston and 
Colin 1975)



PUZZLE OF SENTIMENTAL ART
Second solution: Sentimental fiction bad because it has 
bad consequences?

“[On Little Nell] One trouble about this apparently harmless 
pursuit is that it distorts various expectations; it can make people 
unable to deal with the real world, and particularly with real girls. 
Another is that it can so absorb them that they cannot react to 
what is genuinely pitiful in the world around them (Midgley: 
385).”

So, idealization habituates us at having the wrong responses?
However, empirically we have no proof that begin exposed to 
sentimental art is pernicious in this way. (cf. Solomon 1997). And 
it is hard to see how this is an artistic failure (rather than an 
unfortunate side-effect).



PUZZLE OF SENTIMENTAL ART
Third solution: 
The sentimental emotion itself bad because it does not 
motivate action?
“[some] feelings are of a kind that inhibit action, because they 
themselves are enjoyable to have […] The kind of feelings I am 
thinking of are righteous indignation on the basis of which 
no action can be taken, and in general that range of feelings 
which help to increase one’s sense of one’s own superiority 
so long as no activity is required.” (Tanner: 139-140)

It seems too harsh to condemn art because it does not motivate 
moral action.
However: a useful lead here is the idea that such art increases 
our sense of superiority.



SENTIMENTALITY AND SELF-
DECEPTION
“Kitsch causes two tears to flow in quick succession. The first tear 
says: How nice to see children running on the grass! The second 
tear says: How nice to be moved, together with all mankind, by 
children running on the grass!” (Milan Kundera, The Unbearable 
Lightness of Being)

What is wrong with sentimental emotions is that they are 
based on self-deception (Savile: 238 ff)
Self-deception: Self-deception is a motivated false belief: it occurs 
when we have a belief that we want to believe, and we persist in it 
even though we actually possess full epistemic grounds to deem 
that belief to be false. (Gardner: 47ff)



SENTIMENTALITY AND SELF-
DECEPTION
Experience of sentimental art:
- Idealization encourages the appropriate emotion (compassion, 

moral indignation, pity, admiration…)
- What is crucial to the enjoyment of the experience is my 

conclusion that I am a person of fine moral feeling

Therefore, the morally wrong emotion encouraged by 
sentimental fiction is the self-directed emotion: self-admiration 
at having successfully exhibited the right moral emotions.
- Fails cognitively: based on the wrong belief (that I am a good 

person)
- Therefore fails ethically (I am not deserving of self-admiration)



CONCLUSION
3 arguments from moral criticism of art:

- Response-dependent argument
- Argument from distraction and 

engagement
- Arguments from sentimentality (where 

sentimentality is analysed as a moral 
failure)

Next time: imaginative resistance.
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